The discrepancy All four studies reported that more of the young men than the young women were or had been sexually active. In Schofield's sample, 20% of the young men reported that they had had sexual intercourse compared with 12% of the young women. Among the single people in Farrell's sample, the proportions were 54% for men and 42% for women. The data from Knox's study, which includes the married, show that 66% of men and 49% of women under 19 years report one or more heterosexual partner, and the proportions in the Glasgow sample for all 19 year olds are 72% and 59% with one or more sexual partner. In addition, in the three studies with information on this aspect, more young men than young women reported more than one sexual partner. The estimated proportions in those who had had at least one partner were 75% for men and 42% for women'; 76% for men and 56% for women3; and 73% for men and 36% for women.4
A second possibility, also related to identifying fathers, is that a sizeable number of the young women under 20 having babies have had more than one partner around the time of conception and tend to attribute paternity to older rather than younger partners. Although, on average, young women report fewer partners than young men, the west Midlands' study3 found that 19% of the sexually active women under 19 reported four or more partners, and a further 37% two or three. The Glasgow survey4 suggests rather lower rates: 6% of sexually active 18 year old women reported four or more partners and 29% two or three. For there to be the possibility of choice in the "selection" of the father, the young women would need to have more than one partner in a short period of time and the Glasgow study indicated that less than 1% of the sexually active women reported four or more partners "in the last year" and 12% two or three partners in that time. This suggests some "room to manoeuvre" in this way but not on a large scale.
A third possibility is that pregnancies fathered by men under 20 are likely to end in abortion. In 1990, the most recent year for which figures are available, there were 3422 legal abortions to women under 16 and resident in England and Wales, and 35520 abortions to women aged 16-19.' It is not known how many of these conceptions could be attributed to men under 20, but for women they add to the number of pregnancies and so do not reduce the gender differences for potential parenthood.
A further possible explanation is that young men are less fertile than young women. The only data relating to this are birth rates within marriage. These are not very relevant as reasons for getting married may well differ for men and women and at different ages. But for what they are worth they do not support this explanation for the discrepancy. In 1991, for those under 20 the live birth rate within marriage was 264-0 per 1000 married women compared with 308&6 for married men. For those aged 20-24 the rates were more similar: 189 2 and 198-4. 6 Fifthly, young men may be better than young women at using effective contraception. Again, what data there are do not give much support to this hypothesis. Farrell's study2 suggested that among those who were sexually active, similar proportions of young men and young women reported using some contraceptive method both at their first sexual experience and ever. There were some differences in the methods used: men relied more on the safe period and withdrawal, women on the pill. The west Midlands' study3 found that men reported condom usage more often than did women. The Glasgow study4 collected data about contraceptive use at first intercourse, ever, and currently. They showed fewer young men than women reporting that their first intercourse was protected by the pill (9% v 20%), more that it was unprotected (47% v 31%). These gender differences in reported use of the pill also persisted for ever and current use. Currently, more men than women reported using the condom and withdrawal, men were also more likely to report that they had ever used the safe period. So the results from the studies are consistent and do not indicate more effective use of contraception among young men. Do different patterns of intercourse contribute to the differences between recognised paternity and maternity rates among people under 20? It has already been shown that all the three studies with data about this found that young men reported more sexual partners than young women. Little of this difference could be attributed to the use of female prostitutes by young men according to the west Midlands' study3: only 5 1% of men under 27 on that study reported prostitute usage. Other data about patterns of intercourse from the west Midlands' study3 are unfortunately not broken down by age. They showed that for partnerships (that is, excluding one night relationships and those of duration P1 month) men and women reported similar frequencies of intercourse. More importantly, they found that short relationships had an excess of low intercourse frequencies and a shortage of high ones. The male respondents reported that for 57% of partnerships of three months duration or less the monthly frequency of intercourse was 1-4, and this proportion fell to 27% for partnerships of two years duration or more: for females there was a greater decline from 79% to 25%. If young men have more partners than young women they are likely to have partnerships of shorter duration and therefore less frequent intercourse. Schofield' too found that girls had sexual intercourse more frequently than boys. This will contribute to the different rates at which the two sexes become parents.
Finally, does the quality of the data obtained in surveys vary between young men and women? Are the men more likely to exaggerate their experiences and the women to be reticent about them? It could be that the response rates vary differentially for the two sexes with men who have had little or no sexual experience and women who have had a lot of experience being less willing to participate in such surveys and so biasing the results. The national survey of sexual attitudes and lifestyles in a random sample of nearly 19 000 men and women8 showed very similar proportions of men and women aged 16-24 with some sexual experience (80% and 79% respectively) but the mean number of partners in this age range was still much greater for men (5 3) than women (2 8 However, it also seems likely that bias in response to surveys and misreporting also contribute to the discrepancy to some extent. Knox et al note an absence of prostitutes among the women in their sample' and suggest that this contributes to the difference in the number of partners reported by male and female respondents.
Almost certainly, both different patterns of sexual behaviour by young men and women and imperfect information about this behaviour contribute to the discrepancy. What is uncertain is the relative size of the contributions and those of the other factors discussed, although those are probably less important. The differing behaviour, as West et al put it, indicates a "graphic double standard" for men and women. 4 The imperfect information has profound implications for predictions about a potential heterosexual HIV epidemic, since "widely varying outcomes follow upon minor adjustments of sensitive parameters".' The discrepancy and the reasons for it are not just of academic interest.
